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Educational policy for citizenship in the early years in Australia 
 
This paper explores how young children are constructed in educational policy for 
citizenship in Australia, investigating tensions between early childhood educational 
discourses that construct young children as active citizens and the broader discourses 
of citizenship in Australian educational policy. There is a widespread discourse within 
early childhood education that regards young children as citizens and democratic 
participants in their own lives. This view is a reflection of the oft cited Article 12 in 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC 1989). However, educational 
policy and curriculum for citizenship in Australia, by and large, adheres to age and 
stage understandings of children, implicitly deeming young children unable to 
conceptualise abstract ideas of what it means to ‘be a good citizen’. This paper is 
located in the borders and intersections between discourses of early childhood 
education, young children as active participants in their own lives and what it means 
to be an active citizen in Australia. We are concerned with the interweaving of these 
ideas and how they are played out in educational policy making. This is an important 
perspective to take for governing and policy making are exercises in harnessing 
existing ideas and discourses, thereby rendering strategies and tactics for managing 
populations thinkable and sayable (Rose 1999). The ‘views from the margins’ 
(Burman 2008, p. 7) can provide alternative perspectives on policymaking, 
illuminating discursive tactics and strategies.  
 
Policies, at the most fundamental level, express what a government intends to do – or 
not do – about an issue (Dye 1992). As such, a policy ‘invents’ issues that become 
policy problems. Policy can be seen as a process of naming, representing and 
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delineating policy problems, and there is as much to be gleaned from what is 
marginalised, silenced or ignored in the production of policy problems as there is 
about what is explicitly discussed and defined (Arnott & Ozga 2010, Ozga 2000), 
How a policy is delineated by governments has a material effect upon the constructing 
and sustaining of social institutions and the people who live and work within 
societies. The focus of the analysis in this paper is upon the discourses  harnessed 
within educational policy for citizenship in Australia; what is silenced or ignored and 
what this might tell us about how young children are thought about in Australian 
politics and education. 
 
The role of education in the formation of moral and ethical citizens is a long standing 
thread in education, proceeding from Greek and Roman philosophers through to the 
writings of Rousseau in the 18th Century and John Dewey early in the 20th Century. In 
Western democracies, education for citizenship is widely viewed as a good thing, 
albeit one that is contested and defined subject to local political, economic and 
cultural priorities. In Australia, concepts of citizenship are generally tied to the liberal 
democratic ideas of voting and the function of government, rights and responsibilities, 
morals, values and social cohesion. While definitions of citizenship are recognised as 
contested and contextual (Lister 2008), educating children to become ‘active citizens’ 
is taken for granted as commonsense (Millei & Imre 2009).  
 
When discussing citizenship in the context of the early years of formal schooling 
(children aged 5-8) powerful social, historical, cultural and educational discourses are 
engaged. These produce and reproduce discourses of who adults think children are, 
what adults think children are capable of and how adults think children should be 
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socialised into the culture of dominant society.  For example, the various 
nomenclature used to describe children’s citizenship is instructive, e.g. ‘child citizen’, 
‘semi-citizen’, ‘future citizen’. The very existence of a qualifier immediately indicates 
that there is something more – or something less – happening here. Child citizens, 
semi-citizens or future citizens are not citizens. Furthermore, from children’s 
perspectives, schools could be viewed as potentially one of the most undemocratic of 
institutions; a place where their everyday lives are bound by adult-dominated rules, 
regulations and powerful institutional practices.  
 
This paper first outlines issues of early childhood education and citizenship taking a 
stance that is broadly aligned with theories of the sociology of childhood and 
children’s rights. We then move to discuss and analyse some key Australian policies 
for education, and the Queensland counterparts, investigating how they construct 
children’s citizenship. Finally, we explore the tensions between education policy for 
citizenship and growing understandings of young children as citizens with the right to 
participate in matters that affect their everyday lives. There is one important 
clarification to be made before proceeding any further. Early childhood education 
generally refers to children 0-8years. It sits across both the informal, prior-to-school 
sector for children aged 0-5years and the formal schooling sector for children aged 5-
8 years. In this paper we are focused on the early years of formal schooling, this is the 
preparatory (‘prep’) year and years 1-3, or children aged 5-8 years.  
 
Young children as active citizens: Between protection and participation 
The concept of human rights is closely related to citizenship. Several key debates 
have emerged from interpretations of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
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the Child (UNCRC 1989). Some of these include the extent to which young children 
are viewed as citizens capable of actively participating in their lives, as having an 
opinion on matters that affect their lives or as in need of adult protection. Article 12 of 
the UNCRC (1989) states that, 
States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own 
views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, 
the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and 
maturity of the child. 
Increasingly, the capacity for very young children to actively engage with their world 
and communicate their needs is being recognised as existing from the moment of birth 
(Alderson 2008; Lansdown 2005). Crucially for young children, this participation is 
based on adults’ perceptions of children’s ‘evolving capacity’ (Lansdown 2005). In 
early childhood education this tension between children as participants and children 
as requiring protection is particularly acute. Clearly, infants’ and young children’s 
capacities are evolving and they do require adult support and protection (Lansdown 
2005). The important questions then become what sort of protection is to be provided 
and upon what basis? These questions are inextricably linked to discourses of 
children, rights and citizenship. The importance of these questions is increased by the 
potentially vulnerable private social and economic world of home and school in 
which they are played out (Cohen 2005).  
 
The specific case of early childhood (0-8 years) was the focus of the 2005 Convention 
on the Rights of the Child General Comment No.7 – Implementing child rights in 
early childhood (General Comment No. 7). As the General Comment No.7 (2005, np) 
points out, beyond registration, mortality and health care data ‘…very little 
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information has been offered about early childhood’ by States Parties on either the 
implementation of the UNCRC or the connected topic of citizenship. Hill and Tisdall 
(1997), Lister (2008) and Doek (2008) all suggest that the idea of child citizen and the 
full implementation of the UNCRC requires a further unpacking of both the concepts 
of ‘child/ren’ and of ‘citizenship’. This unpacking needs to extend to education, to the 
work of early childhood teachers and the ways in which governments conceptualise 
policy for education and citizenship for young children (Woodrow & Press 2007). 
Lansdown (2001, p. 96) goes further, suggesting that we need to be rethinking how 
adults approach education, taking into account that children’s right to education needs 
to be addressed in tandem with their ‘right to be listened to, to be respected, to learn 
through day-to-day experiences about the meaning of democracy and human rights’.  
 
Demands to consider young children as active citizens entitled to democratic 
participation are growing, at least in the more recent rhetoric of some early childhood 
education research and policy. There is a recently emerged and rapidly growing body 
of work pursuing this in prior-to-school or informal early childhood contexts (Bae 
2009; Dahlberg & Moss 2005; Mac Naughton, Hughes & Smith 2008; Millei & Imre 
2009). There is a gap, however, as this research is not widely translated to formal 
schooling contexts, where the emphasis tends to be on the middle years (years 4-8) 
and beyond (Phillips 2010).  Education for the interconnected ideas of morals, values, 
citizenship and democratic participation may be considered common-sense and 
undeniably ‘good’. However, as a field, early childhood education has yet to unpick 
and analyse what these words might mean in practice or how this language constructs 
young children and their teachers in the first years of schooling.  
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The analysis of Australian policy below is positioned between this research 
investigating children as participants and citizens in the present, especially in the 
context of the UNCRC and social policy, and the lack of explicit attention to 
education for citizenship that extends to the early years of formal schooling. Of 
interest are the insights that may be gained through analysing education for 
citizenship in government policy with an understanding of children in the early years 
that is usually aligned with sociology of childhood.  
 
Education for citizenship in Australia: An analysis of policy 
As we begin our discussion of policy, there are two key contextual points to make 
about Australian democracy and policy for education in Australia. First, voting for 
Australian citizens is compulsory, and secondly, education is the residual 
constitutional responsibility of the states and territories. In Australia, citizens must 
register to vote on their 18th birthday. For registered voters, voting in all local, 
state/territory or federal government elections is compulsory. Voters can, of course, 
‘spoil’ their ballot rendering their vote useless, but if a registered voter does not vote 
in an election they will be legally required to provide an acceptable explanation or 
potentially receive a fine. The problem of ‘low voter turnout’ that is discussed in 
literature on citizenship and education is not really an issue in Australia. However, 
this does mean that a key aspect of Australian citizenship is immediately based on 
individual obligations and responsibilities toward the state, setting up a relationship 
between citizen and state that is unique amongst Western democracies. This unique 
relationship also impacts governments’ constructions of the policy problem of 
education for citizenship. 
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Secondly, in the governing of Australia, the Constitution sets out the responsibilities 
of the Commonwealth (or Federal) Government. As the Constitution does not include 
compulsory education in a clear and explicit way, it becomes the residual 
responsibility of the States and Territories. There are, however, three sections of the 
Constitution that the Federal Government can utilise to have some impact on 
education in the States and Territories (Sections 96, 51xxiiiA & 109). The enactment 
of these sections of the Constitution coupled with a renewed version of Australian 
federalism and shifting relationships between the Federal, State and Territory 
Governments has enabled a more ‘national’ approach to schooling in Australia over 
the past few decades (see for example Lingard, Knight & Porter 1993). Currently, the 
combination of an interventionist Federal Labor Government and a majority of Labor 
Governments in the States and Territories have provided the political conditions for 
agreement on the development of Australia’s first national curriculum (see 
www.acara.edu.au).  
 
These two points are important for understanding the Australian context. First, the 
emphasis in education regarding the functioning of politics and democracy in 
Australia is considered important as adult citizens are obliged to ‘be active’, at least in 
terms of voting - a key part of adult citizenship in a democratic nation. Second, 
national policy can provide direction and common agreement in education policy, but 
State or Territory implementation is a matter of more local decision-making. This is 
evident even as the Federal Government’s Australian Curriculum Assessment and 
Reporting Authority (ACARA) agenda is rolled out.  These layers create a complex 
policy network; each policy, report and curriculum harnessing others to produce and 
reproduce discourses of education, childhood and citizenship. 
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Drawing on critical discourse analysis, we analyse policy as social, political, 
historical and cultural texts, unpicking ‘common-sense’ statements and asking how 
this text came to be possible and what effects this text may have (Osgood 2009; Ozga 
2000). The analysis we are presenting here seeks to take a critical stance towards texts 
and the social practices they enable or constrain. We are interested in the way texts 
function as a kind of cultural tool that ‘mediates relationships of power and privilege 
in social interactions, institutions, and bodies of knowledge’ (Rogers et al 2005, p. 
367) As cultural tools, policies tell stories; they have ‘strong narrative chains’ (Luke 
2003, p. 87). In this case, the story being told combines threads from a number of 
discourses including neo-liberal ideals of adult citizenship, developmental 
understandings of education and constructions of childhood. The key policy story 
here is how education for citizenship in the early years of formal schooling has been 
defined and delineated in the policy documents. This is tied closely to the wider 
problem of what it means to be a socially acceptable citizen in Australia.  
 
For the broader research from which this paper is drawn, a range of publicly available 
policies relating to morals, values, active citizenship and democratic participation 
were analysed. These texts were gathered via online searches of the relevant 
Australian and Queensland Government education websites, using the search terms 
‘values’, ‘citizenship’, ‘morals’ ‘participation’ and ‘rights’. We selected texts that 
dealt with the early years of primary schooling (prep-year 3). The research team 
constructed a table to organise and summarise the documents sourced – with a brief 
descriptor, noting the key concepts, how the documents defined terms such as 
‘values’ or ‘citizenship, whether the documents included goals for schooling and/or 
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pedagogical considerations. These documents were then analysed more closely 
seeking to interpret the themes and language that emerged as the texts were read and 
re-read. This close reading also established intertextual links between the texts – both 
historically and across layers of government.  
 
While research on curriculum is established as its own field of endeavour (Lingard & 
Ozga 2007), for the purposes of this paper we define policy broadly to include 
curriculum responses to government agendas. Texts investigated included policy 
documents, curricula, reports and issue papers that reflect government intentions in 
public education for social and moral learning for active citizenship. Together these 
texts provide a policy web produced and reproduced at the National level and with 
local discourses and histories woven through at the State/Territory levels. For the 
purposes of this paper a small number of key Australian Government policies and key 
policies from the Queensland State Government are the focus. At the national level 
the documents chosen reflect the key documents in the field which are considered 
important because other national and state policy and curricula for citizenship refer 
back to these national texts. The Queensland documents analysed here are the 
Queensland Government responses to the national policy documents.  
 
The Australian Government policies included are the Melbourne Declaration on 
Educational Goals for Young Australians (Melbourne Declaration) (MCEECDYA 
2008) and its predecessor documents the Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for 
Schooling in the Twenty-First Century (Adelaide Declaration) (MCEETYA 1999) and 
the Common and Agreed Goals for Schooling in Australia (Hobart Declaration) 
(MCEETYA 1989), the National Framework for Values Education in Australian 
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Schools (2005) and the Statements of Learning for Civics and Citizenship (2006). At 
the Queensland State Government level, the policies analysed include the Learning P-
3 Overview (QSA 2009) and the Study of Society and Environment (SOSE) 
documents for years 1-3 (QSA 2009).  
 
The Melbourne Declaration (2008) builds on the predecessor documents, the 
Adelaide Declaration (1999) and the Hobart Declaration (1989). The Adelaide and 
Hobart Declarations were produced by the Ministerial Council on Employment, 
Education, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA). MCEETYA was composed of 
the Federal Minister for Education and each of the State and Territory Ministers for 
Education. In a move placing the early years within the umbrella of education and 
elevating its status within the Federal Government’s agenda, MCEETYA has been 
renamed as the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and 
Youth Affairs (MCEECDYA). This shift has also removed employment and training 
from the remit of the council. It is this new body, MCEECDYA that has developed 
the Melbourne Declaration.  
 
The Declarations are key national roadmaps for education, produced and endorsed by 
the relevant political leaders across Australia. Despite the input of key policy makers, 
the Declarations are just that, declarations; they are ‘big picture’ policy statements 
that provide a broad overview of education in Australia and serve as a statement of 
unified intent. As broad overviews, any material implementation of the policy intent 
in these Declarations is dependent upon federal and state level interpretation and 
contextualisation. However, they have served as the site for some significant national 
agreements, such as the eight Key Learning Areas, agreed upon in the Hobart 
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Declaration. The Melbourne Declaration, in contrast to the Hobart and Adelaide 
Declarations, does include a ‘commitment to action’, a shift towards more systematic 
and material support for producing outcomes in line with the policy. This is a new 
focus, one that is based in the current Federal Labor Government’s commitment to a 
united and centralised vision of federalism, rather than the ‘looser’ version favoured 
by previous Federal governments. 
 
The first of these national declarations, the Hobart Declaration, was written soon 
after the first national policy for schools in Australia, the National Policy for the 
Education of Girls in Schools (1987). The Hobart Declaration sets out ten Common 
and Agreed National Goals for Schooling in Australia. It was produced at a time of 
majority for Labor Governments across National, State and Territory governments. It 
also heralded widespread educational reform in Australia and the beginning of an 
increasingly interventionist Federal government intent on tying funding to its own 
priorities.  
 
As the first national document setting out the aims for schooling across Australia, the 
Hobart Declaration understandably makes explicit mention of schooling as a means 
of forming future citizens. Within its ten aims, two relate explicitly to morality, values 
and citizenship: 
 
To develop in students a capacity to exercise judgement in matters of 
morality, ethics and social justice, 
 
and 
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To develop knowledge, skills, attitudes and values which will enable 
students to participate as active and informed citizens in our 
democratic Australian society within an international context 
(MCEETYA 1989, np). 
 
The Hobart Declaration, the Adelaide Declaration was written ten years later, during 
a time of conservative Federal Government and a majority of Labor State and 
Territory Governments. The Adelaide Declaration opens with the statement that 
‘Australia’s future depends upon each citizen having the necessary knowledge, 
understanding, skills and values for a productive and rewarding life in an educated, 
just and open society.’ The text continues with many references to morals, values, 
social cohesion and citizenship, for example: 
 
…uphold the contribution of schooling to a socially cohesive and 
culturally rich society 
 
Develop a disposition towards learning throughout their lives so that 
they can exercise their rights and responsibilities as citizens of 
Australia. 
 
…have the capacity to exercise judgement and responsibility in matters 
of morality, ethics and social justice…accept responsibility for their 
own actions…. 
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Be active and informed citizens… (MCEETYA 1999, np). 
 
The Melbourne Declaration (2008) continues to be explicit in its reference to 
schooling developing social cohesion, including producing ‘active and informed 
citizens’. These active and informed citizens will, 
 
…act with moral and ethical integrity (p. 9) 
 
and 
 
…are committed to national values of democracy, equity and justice, 
and participate in Australia’s civic life. (p. 9)  
 
There are several themes identified across all three of the national declarations. These 
are a) children as ‘active and informed citizens’ in the future and contributing to 
society, b) schools as sites for social justice, c) Aboriginal cultures and histories and 
d) defining the curriculum areas. These themes are integrated, and are concerned with 
pointing out the importance of schooling to national cohesion and to building moral, 
ethical and informed citizens. The national declarations are oriented towards the 
construction of an abstract, future adult, citizen worker. These key national texts make 
no mention of children’s present lives, their right to participate in matters that affect 
them or the potential for a broad and active ‘doing’ of citizenship in daily educational 
contexts (Biesta & Lawy 2000). As these are national statements of education 
direction, this emphasis on the construction of future worker citizens is also reflected 
in other national education policy documents.  
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Other National documents 
In 2005, the then Federal Government produced the National Framework for Values 
Education in Australian Schools (NFVE), a framework statement explicitly linked to 
the Adelaide Declaration (1999). The NFVE is based in a set of values emerging from 
both the Adelaide Declaration and the national Values Education Study. These values 
are care and compassion, doing your best, fair go, freedom, honesty and 
trustworthiness, integrity, respect, responsibility and understanding, tolerance and 
inclusion (NFVE 2005, p. 3). 
 
The front cover of this document makes use of two key symbols of Australian identity 
– the Australian flag and the digger and donkey statue that stands within the 
Australian War Memorial and is built out of ANZAC legend. Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander symbols are notably missing from the signs and symbols of these 
documents. Historically, discourses of Australian citizenship, including education for 
citizenship, have emerged from paternalistic discourses of a liberal subject who is 
adult, male and white. This is evident in the cover image of the NFVE. Dominant 
social and cultural understandings of Australian masculinity are founded on mateship. 
This is exemplified by the story of the stretcher bearer and his donkey who risked his 
life to collect wounded soldiers from the battlefield of Gallipoli in World War 1 (see 
http://www.awm.gov.au/encyclopedia/simpson.asp for further detail on this story). It 
is also historically based in discourses of the Empire, for as MacIntyre and Simpson 
(2009) point out, Australia’s culture and democracy is intimately tied into a history of 
Empire, invasion and immigration. 
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As a framework for values education, the NFVE unsurprisingly suggests that ‘values 
education is an essential part of effective schooling’ (p. 2). Values education is 
unproblematically constructed within this document as one way of ‘promoting 
Australia’s democratic way of life’, a phrase that is used repeatedly through out 
NFVE. The NFVE informed the development of the curriculum document Statements 
of Learning for Civics and Citizenship (SLCC) in 2006. 
 
The SLCC is a non-compulsory curriculum outcomes document, developed 
collaboratively by representatives across the educational jurisdictions in Australia. It 
presents an attempt to provide a national approach to outcomes for civics and 
citizenship education to guide local practice and curriculum development, rather than 
a binding set of national outcomes to be measured. The document is built around three 
broad themes that are considered ‘essential and common’ (Curriculum Corporation 
2006, p. 3) in civics and citizenship curricula. These are: government and law, 
citizenship in a democracy, and historical perspectives.  
 
Alongside the Statements of Learning for Civics and Citizenship sits Discovering 
Democracy (http://www.curriculum.edu.au/cce/about_civics_and_citizenship_education,9625.html). This 
is the most significant and long-term curriculum and policy document dealing with 
education for active citizenship and democratic participation in Australia. Begun in 
the 1990s under the then Labor Government, it survived the shift into a conservative 
Federal Government and continued to grow and develop (MacIntyre & Simpson 
2009). Unfortunately, this program ignores the early years of formal schooling (prep-
year 3) altogether, developing materials for the middle years (year 4) and beyond. The 
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focus of Discovering Democracy is upon political history and the Australian system 
of government. As the website above suggests, this:  
 
…entails knowledge and understanding of Australia's democratic heritage 
and traditions, its political and legal institutions and the shared values of 
freedom, tolerance, respect, responsibility and inclusion. 
 
We would argue that these are values to be encouraged and developed from the 
earliest years of schooling, not just middle years. Moss (2007) and Bae (2009) discuss 
the potential for democracy in the early years in prior-to-school contexts, pointing 
towards democratic early years practices that respect children’s competencies and 
rights while paying ‘attention to intersubjective and reciprocal processes in 
relationships’ (Bae 2009, p. 400 original emphasis). Policy at the federal level in 
Australia is notably silent on citizenship education for the early years of schooling. It 
is a narrative of children and young people that is future oriented – about the adults, 
workers, citizens they will become in the future – rather than in enacting and 
engaging with citizenship in their current context and community. Biesta and Lawy 
(2006) suggest that this future orientation is a problem for citizenship education as it 
emphasises citizenship as something abstract, held in the future. Instead, they argue 
that citizenship needs to be reframed as a practice, something to be done in the 
present and on an ongoing basis. Queensland’s government policies for education also 
reflect this trend for thinking of children as future adults, workers and citizens.  
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Queensland State Government policies 
In 2000 the Queensland Government released its blueprint for the decade, Queensland 
State Education - 2010 (Education Queensland 2000). This paper was located within 
what was then a fairly new educational discourse – that of the knowledge economy, 
including predictions and plans for the future of the State and the State’s economy. 
This document suggests that ‘Schooling is an environment within which young people 
prepare to be active and reflective Australian citizens’ (Education Queensland 2000, 
p. 12). Citizenship is presented as:  
 
…the central organising idea – citizenship as part of a shared democratic 
culture, which emphasises participatory political involvement and which 
strives to avoid social disadvantage that denies individuals full 
participation in society. (Education Queensland 2000, p. 12) 
 
This policy roadmap continues to set the agenda for education in Queensland. In 
partial response to this, Queensland’s Learning P-3 Overview (QSA 2009a), as the 
title suggests, provides an overview of the education provided for children in the early 
years of formal schooling (preparatory year – year 3). This document does not use the 
language of ‘active citizenship’, ‘democratic participation’ or discuss morals and 
values education. While it explicitly discusses some aspects of schooling such as 
literacy and numeracy, it only briefly mentions children’s social competence within a 
list of principles for practice, ‘children are capable and competent and have been 
learning since birth’ (QSA 2009b, p. 4). Beyond the Learning P-3 Overview (QSA 
2009a) further detail is provided in the Year 3 Essential Learnings for Studies of 
Society and Environment (SOSE) (QSA 2007) and the Year 1 Learning Statements 
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(QSA 2009b) which detail learning across all areas of the curriculum. The Years 2 
and 3 learning statements were not publicly available at time of writing. 
  
Again, the Year 1 Learning Statements (QSA 2009b) do not use the language of 
‘active citizenship’ or ‘democratic participation’. They do, however, imply the 
teaching of these through the Key Learning Areas of Health and Physical Education 
(HPE) and Studies  of Society and the Environment (SOSE).  For example in HPE 
children are expected to: 
 
 Investigate their sense of self as a member of different communities 
including home, school and broader cultural groups. 
 Participate in the development of social rules and suggest roles and 
responsibilities for maintaining these rules. 
 Resolve conflicts in peaceful ways. 
 
While in SOSE children are expected to:  
 
 Discuss rights and responsibilities and codes of behaviour in their 
classroom and school. 
 Reflect on contributions individuals and families make to communities 
and the environment. 
 
The Year 3 Essential Learnings for SOSE (QSA 2007) are more explicitly focused on 
children understanding and engaging with values, beliefs, active citizenship and 
democratic participation. A few examples of expected knowledge at year 3 include: 
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 Groups and communities are identified by practices, symbols and 
celebrations that reflect their values, beliefs and sense of belonging. 
 Citizenship involves belonging to groups and communities and valuing 
different contributions and behaviours such as caring for other members. 
 Democratic decision-making systems help people to live and work 
together in communities. 
 
In these Australian and Queensland policy and curriculum developments the 
emphasis on education for citizenship and the related ideas of values and 
democratic participation is focused on children from about age 8 and beyond. In 
the texts aimed at younger learners there is an implied but not explicit attention 
to values, while notions of citizenship or democratic participation are missing 
altogether. This lack of attention to education for citizenship in the early years 
of schooling (prep-yr3) in Queensland is also noted by Phillips (2010). 
 
The limited attention to matters of citizenship that is evident in the Statements 
of Learning focuses on rules. This provides adults in schools with a means to do 
what has always been done - shoring up the existing social order that is built 
around adult control (Ross, Munn, & Brown 2007). Arnot and Dillabough 
(2000, p.12) have pointed out that ‘most teachers’ notions of good citizenship 
were directly related to their own interests in maintaining classroom control 
rather than developing a sense of social responsibility for others in the state’.  
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Although there is a nod to the notion of belonging to a community in these 
policies, this is secondary to conforming to rules and regulations while learning 
of individual responsibilities. The notion that children have a right to actively 
and competently participate in day-to-day matters that effect them is not 
reflected in these policy texts. Wider schooling discourses have long reflected 
the need to construct children as docile and compliant (Foucault 1977), and the 
extracts above suggest that rules and regulations remain central in Australian 
policies. 
 
Conclusion 
The policies discussed in this paper are reflective of Western educational agendas and 
linked to preserving economic stability and maintaining cohesive society in a context 
of instability and social change. Our analysis highlights that policies for citizenship in 
Australia and Queensland are aimed at children from the middle years (year 4 – 8) 
and beyond into adulthood. Specific attention to the place of citizenship and the 
related ideas of values education and democratic participation in the early years of 
formal schooling is widely overlooked by these governments. Australian education 
policies are couched in the discourses of knowledge economy and social capital, and 
are focussed upon creating abstract future citizens and workers who will maintain the 
democratic nation and ideals of Australia. Key themes across all of the documents are 
those of social cohesion, identities, values and learning about politics and governing. 
 
Citizenship can be understood as based in networks of relationships, for example, 
between the citizen and the state or with other citizens. Within these networks, 
relationships of power are inevitable. Rose (1999) discusses a range of governance 
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and power relationships between citizen and state in much detail. For children, their 
citizenship status depends on relationships with adults, especially in the early years. 
Children’s right to participate and the extent of their participation in their social and 
economic world clearly remain dependent on adults’ perception of their ability to 
participate. For the UNCRC to be implemented and for children of any age to be 
actively participating as citizens in their communities, a listening adult is needed. For 
those of us concerned with the early years of education, this is an adult who has 
engaged in a particular kind of relationship with children. We would argue that this 
relationship is one that should be based in an understanding of children as citizens 
with rights to, and who are capable of, the responsibilities of democratic participation 
in their everyday world.  
 
Policies can be analysed for their usefulness as cultural tools that mediate 
relationships in schools. They can be powerful tools for teachers, validating and 
mediating practice. Teachers who make use of democratic participation in their 
classrooms may be perceived as ‘public and oppositional intellectuals’ (Keddie 2008, 
p. 173). In these conditions policies provide important leverage for teacher practice. It 
might be argued that if there is little reference to citizenship education in policy for 
early childhood then early childhood teachers are not generally expected to explicitly 
teach this and there is little support for those who do. Policies also tell stories, and the 
story the policies analysed here tell us is that public and political debate about 
citizenship education in Australia rarely engages with younger children; those in their 
first years of schooling. There is little evidence in the policies analysed here that these 
young children could be constructed as citizens in the present, reflecting their social 
competencies and participatory rights.  
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